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Preface

The Fire Prevention Research Project, of which this report is one
part, is an ongoing effort directed and sponsored by the Southern Forest
Experiment Station of the U.S. Forest Service. This project is centered
at Mississippi State Univer ity and involves cooperative and coordinated
research between members of this university and Louisiana State University , as well as personnel of national, state, and private fire control
agencies.
Re earch for this report wa done under the au pices of the Department of Rural Sociology, Louisiana tatP. Univer ity.
The authors wish to expre s gratitude for the full measure of cooperation and assistance given them by other members of the research
team-cooperation without which this investigation could never have
been completed. Conspicuous contributions were made by Mr. Tony
Altobellis, Mr. Wesley Baird, i\Ir. Tom Croker, Mr. Merlin J. Dixon ,
Mr. Larry Doolittle, Mr. George Fahnestock, Dr. Berch W. Henry,
Dr. W. Jokinen, Dr. Harold Kaufman, i\Ir. Leroy Shilling, and Dr. Lee
Taylor.
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Introduction
Objectives of the Study

The study described in thi report was carried out as one facet of
the systematic re earch program on man-cause d forest fires, initiated
and sponsored by the outhern Fore t Experime nt Station of the U.S.
Forest ervice in cooperatio n with ariou state universitie s. Previous
studies were designed to shed light on the number, location, and cost
of such fires, the reason for forest publics setting fires, and the socioeconomic characteris tics of forest publics. 1 This tudy was planned in
logical sequence to be a further tep in developin g a fund of knowledge
and understan ding of man -caused forest fires. The over-all objective
was to assess the effectiveness of certain types of communic ation in fire
prevention efforts and tote t certain findings of previous studies.
Speci fie objectives of the study were:
I. To further test the relationsh ip of certain socioecono mic factors
to high fire occurrenc e rates.
2. To determine the extent to which forest publics in a selected area
had access to mass media of communic ation such as radio,
television, and the printed word, and to informal media, such as
contact with forest ranger and others.
3. To discover how often publics in areas of high fire occurrenc e
were exposed to fire prevention mes ages.
4. To determine how certain types of fire prevention messages were
perceived and interprete d .
""Assistant _P rofesso r, Department of ociolog · and Anthropolog y. North Carolina
State Un1vers1ty, and Professor, Department s of ociology and Rural Sociology.
Louisiana tale University, respectil'el .
1
Arthur R. Jones. Jr., " ocial and Cultural Foundations of Man -Caused Fires"
(unpu~lished Ph .D. dissertation . L . ., 1964); Thomas Hansbrough , "A Sociological
Analysis of Man -Ca used Forest Fires in Loui iana" (unpublishe d Ph .D. dissertation,
L. .U., 1961 ); Jerry W . Robinson , Jr., "The Developmen t of Forestry in Carroll County,
Mississippi'" (unpublishe d Master's thesi • Mi i ippi tate niversit y, August, 1964);
Max L. Doolittle, "Forest Resident s and Forest Fires: A Case Study Approach" (unpublished Master's thesi s, Mississi ppi tale niversit , January, 1967) .
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Methodologica l Procedu res

After considerable study of fire occurrence rates in various locations
in Mississippi and Louisiana, two communities2-Chestnut and Beechwere selected for study. These particular communities were selected
for several reasons. They were located very close together (5 miles
apart) and exhibited many characteristics in common. Both were totally
rural and approximately equal in area, with Chestnut including 38,840
acrt!S and Beech 41,600 acres. Both were located in the heart of a vast
stretch of pine forest land. Both included about the same number of
families---230 families in Chestnut and 240 families in Beech.
However, there was one important difference which suggested the
possibility of an experimental design suitable to the objectives of the
study. This was the large variation in the 5-year average annual fire
occurrence rate in the two communities (fire occurrence rate as used
here is the number of fires per one million acres of protected land; that
is, land which is under the supervision of some fire protection agency) .
In Chestnut, a high rate of 2,298 was recorded in 1965. By comparison,
a low rate of only 787 was recorded in Beech.
This important differential , plus other less dramatic differences,
suggested that there were certain factors operating in Beech to lessen
the fire occurrence rate. Thus it was felt that a study of the two communities would not only provide information on the effectiveness of fire
protection messages, but would also uncover related factors serving to
promote low fire occurrence rates. The latter possibility offered a chance
to further test relationships between certain sociocultural factors and
high fire rates, although this was not the primary focus of the investigation.
Several procedures were used in the implementation of the study.
First, a questionnaire was developed to determine the number of inhabitants with access to radio, TV, newspapers, magazines, etc., and the
views of inhabitants toward certain situations related to the setting of
woods fires. Pertinent questions about the respondents and their families,
such as age, education, and income, were also included. This instrument
was pretested and used for personal interviews with 209 adult residents
of the two communities. Interviewees were selected by a random procedure which generated 105 interviews in the Chestnut community and
104 in the Beech community.
The second study procedure was designed to determine how well
residents of the two study communities perceived and recalled messages contained on fire prevention posters. Four posters were placed
by Forest Service personnel at conspicuous places in each community.
Precautions were taken to make this preparation appear to be merely
a routine task of the Forest Service. Conspicuous sites were chosen to
2The term "community" is used in a general sense in this report. No attempt
was made to delineate the study communities scientifically, and it may be that they
would better be termed neighborhoods. The real names and the location of the communities are not given in the interest of anonymity. The names "Chestnut" and
" Beech" are pseudonyms.
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assure that every individual within the respective communllles would
have an opportunity to see at least one poster prior to the interviewing.
This procedure was duplicated, in e sence, at the local high school
rrangements were made with the
which served both communities.
principal to place poster within the school buildings. Students were
Le ted later to determine their perception and recall of the poster
message.
The third methodological procedure was related to the interviews.
Each interviewee was shown a Ii t of four Iogans designed to promote
fire prevention. He or she was then a ked to interpret each slogan and
to react to its message.
The data collected were coded and, insofar as possible, machineprocessed. Statistical tests of ignificance were used to determine the
validity and reliability of findings.
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Relation of Sociocultural Factors to Fire Occurrence Rates

One of the incidental aims of the tudy was to test whether or not
the same fact rs which appeared to be related to high fire occurrence
rates in other areas would be operative here. In this regard, the striking
differential in fire rate between Che tnut and Beech set the stage for
a comparative analysi . ufficient information was obta'ined from the
interviews conducted to test some 13 factors in this way, despite the
fact that the que tionnaire wa de igned for another purpose. Of these
13 factors or chara teristic, only four were found to vary significantly
from the first community to the second.
Ownership of "Open Range" Cattle.- Previous studies have determined that ownership of cattle permitted to graze on open range is
associated with fire occurrence rate .3 Following this clue, an analysis
wa made of the number of "open range" cattle owners within the
ample population in each communit . It should be noted that the
practice of grazing cattle, heep, and other livestock on open range
dates back to the time of early ettler in much of the Southern region.
This practice became so common that many customs and practices, inluding burning, became traditional over the year .4 In light of this
history, it is understandable wh forest re ident whose cattle are grazed
on unfenced lands, which they do not own, persist in fire-setting behavior.
Among the interviewees, there were 21 cattle owners in the Chestnut
ommunity and four in the Beech community who grazed their livestock
on open land. This difTeren e ma not appear great, but is significant
stati tically.5 This finding not only provide one clue to the differential
3 Arthur R. Jones, M. Lee Ta lor, and Alvin L. Bertrand, Some Hw111.1n Factors in
Woods 811.rning (Bawn Rouge , La : La. Agricultural Experiment talion Bulletin o.
601 , 1965), pp. 23-25.
4
For a detailed explanation of the practice of open range grazing and the associate~
practice of burning, see B. E. Griessman , "The Perception-Retention of Fire Prevention
Messages: An Aspect of Communication Research" (unp ublished dissertation, Louisiana State niversity , 1966), pp. 115- 120.

~X 2 =

12.947,df=2,P< .Ol

6
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fire rates in the two communities, but also substantiates the findings of
previous studies that the grazing of cattle on open range is associated
with woods burning.
Levels of Formal Education.- The fact that education is closely related to behavior patterns has been demonstrated over and over. Thus
it is logical to test for differences in formal education when one is
attempting to account for any substantial variation in the behavior of
given groups or individuals. It was found that the levels of formal
education of respondents in the two study communities varied significantly. Specifically, more of the respondents from the low fire-rate area, Beech
(46 respondents) , than from the high fire-rate area , Chestnut (32 respondents), had completed from IO to 12 grades of schooling. Conversely , more of the respondents from Chestnut (41) than from Beech
(27) had not progressed beyond the seventh, eighth, or ninth grades.
The educational attainment of respondents from the two communities
is shown in Table 1.
Here again it seems clear that a factor operating to explain differences in fire occurrence rates has been isolated. This finding is also in
keeping with the conclusions of previous studies. No doubt the higher
formal education of Beech community residents gives them a better
opportunity to learn about the destructiveness of uncontrolled burning.
TABLE !.-Respondents' Reported Formal Schooling, by Communities
Highest grade attended

Chestnut

No response, refused
None
1- 3 grades
4- 6 grades
7- 9 grades
10-12 grades
College, I year or lessa
College, 2-3 years
College, graduated
College, graduate workb
Total

x2

= 7.945

Beech

0

2

2

3

7

6

16

9

41
32

27
46
3
3

2
3
2
0
105
dfc

=4

3

2
104
p

<

.05

aincludes business school attended after completion of high school curriculum.
blncludes theological training.

Opinion of Forest Fire Control Agencies.-The third factor in which
respondents from the two communities showed differentials was in their
opinions of the effectiveness of forest fire control agencies. Every individual interviewed was asked, "What kind of job do you think the forest
fire control agencies are doing in this area?" Their responses are. shown
in Table 2. Only 28 of 105 respondents in the Chestnut communityabout one-fourth of the interviewees--thought forest fire prevention
personnel were doing an excellent job. By contrast, about half of the

7

respondents residing in the Beech community (51 out of 104) expressed
the feeling that tho e in charge of fire control work were doing an excellent job. It is also of interest that more people in Chestnut than in
Beech rated the work of forest fire control agencies as only average or
below average.
It is somewhat risky to draw inferences from the above findings. However, one may assume that tho e individuals who thought the fire control agencies were doing a good job were more familiar or more in
sympathy with their work. Thi type of attitude, of course, would be
con i tent with lower fire-setting rate .
TABLE 2.-Respondents' Rating of Fire Control Activities of Forest Agencies
Response

Chestnut

Beech

Excellent

28

51

Good

51
16
l
5

38

Average
Somewhat below average
Poor
Don't know, other
Total

x2

= 14.616

7
l
2
5
104

4
105
df

=5

p

<

.01

Factors on Which Study Communities Did Not Differ.- It is sometimes a important to know tho e factors which do not appear to be
associated with differential behavior a tho e which show such a correlation. For this rea on, it wa felt the characteristics in whid1 the two
communities exhibited little or no difference hould at least be enumerated. In this regard, two point hould be kept in mind. First, fire rates
were too high in both communitie . econd, the listing which appears
below does not mean that the e factors have no ignificance in firesetting behavior. It i known , for example, that income and certain
attitude are important in this re pect. However, it can be assumed the
factor listed did not account for the higher rate of fires in Chestnut,
because there was no differen e between this community and Beech
in these re pects:
I. The re pondent's elf-e teem and his identification with a social
cla s (that is, how he ranked him elf in terms of upper, middle, or
lower class).
2. The annual income of respondent .
3. The ranking of the occupation of forest ranger in terms of prestige. (Each respondent wa a ked to rate the forest ranger in that occupation · relation hip to ix other elected occupations--auto repairman ,
electrician, dentist, carpenter, chool teacher, and clerk in tore.)
4. The attitude toward the amount of land which should be devoted
to timber production.
5. The attitude toward the ad i ability of a career with a lumber or.
paper company.
6. Whether or not the re pondents were home owners.
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7. Whether or not the respondents were timber owners.
8. Whether or not magazines or newspapers were read by the respondents.
9. Whether or not the respondents owned and used radios and TV's.
Conclusion

It is possible to draw at least one general conclusion from the findings
related to previous studies of factors associated with high fire rates. This
is that one can expect rather important sociocultural differences between communities where high fire rates are found and those where low
fire rates are characteristic. Although more study is needed , it probably
is safe to predict that those communities which are characterized by a
larger percentage of cattle owners grazing their livestock on open range,
by a larger percentage of residents with less than a high school education, and by a larger percentage of residents who do not feel fire control
agencies are doing more than an average job, will have the highest fire
occurrence rates. These findings tend to substantiate findings of other
studies and offer rather clear clues to the soc. ioc.ultural characteristics
of residents of communities with high fire rates. 6 They provide a
steppingstone to other types of investigations, such as those reported
in the following pages.
Conceptual Frame of Reference

From a theoretical standpoint, the major aim of this study was conceived as one related to the important social process of communication.
This process is usually studied within the context of social systems or
groups, because any model which ignores the social structure surrounding the communicants is bound to be inadequate. In other words, communication-basically the process of sending and receiving messages--is
complicated by the fact that any message which a sender transmits
immediately becomes part of a complicated set of interpersonal relations
which are influenced by the values of the groups to which the sender
and the receiver of the message belong.
It was conceptualized, for the purposes of this study, that two important social systems were involved in a mass communication process. On
the one hand, there was what might be termed the "public agency"
system, composed of the groups and individuals working in the interest
of preventing and/or controlling woods fires. On the other hand, a client
system was envisioned as made up of those persons who either deliberately set fires or were in sympathy with those who did. The problem was
to determine the effectiveness of communications which had been sent
from the first. system to the second system, and at the same time to find
out the potential for more effective future communication.
Donald F. Cox has suggested that in order to influence an audience in the desired manner by communication, certain conditions must
6See Arthur R. Jones, op. cit., and Max L. Doolittle, op . cil.
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be met: (I) the audience must be exposed to the message; (2) members
of the audience must interpret or perceive correctly that action or attitude which is desired of them by the sender; (3) the audience must
remember or retain the content of the message the communicator transmitted, and (4) members of the audience must decide whether or not
they will be favorably influenced by the communication.7 In essence,
these conditions served as a conceptual model in planning the study,
and in the analyses of data collected.
In the simple model used in planning the study, the mass communicator (public agency sy tern) and· the recipient of the fire prevention
messages sent (c) ient y tern) were een as having certain relationships
with one another which provided an over-all frame of reference
for the investigation. The e relation hips may be specified as follows:

t,

I. The communicator and recipient of a me age are interdependent
in the sen e of the one having -no relevance without the other.
2. The relationship between two system in communication is such
that it must consi t of more than a ingle communication designed to
elicit a single reply. ny given comm unication (message) must necessarily be just one link in a chain of communications whrch exrends
over a period of time.
3. This chain of interaction i b no means limited to a simple relationship between communicator and recipient exclusively. Much of
the communicator-recipient relation hip is indirect and is mediated
through other actor and through groups to which the communicators
and recipients belong.
4. Both communicators and re ipients of mes ages have defin ite
positions in the social tructure .. Their re pective roles in the communication process tend to be affeCLed by the social context, and their poitions are related to one another within the ocial ystem.
5. The comm unication which flow from one individual or one
group to another do not appear a random or unrelated acts, but as
elements in a total pattern of ongoing interaction. Information or influence thu flows from one per on and/or group to another by succesive steps; that i , the original recipient of a me age tell others, who
in turn tell others, and so on.
I n the discussion which follow no deliberate effort is made to relate
pro edure and finding to the abo e de cribed model. However, it is
felt that the reader ~I have no difficulty in di cerning that the analyses
are impli ci tly, if not e plicitl . in term of the above described conceptua l frame of reference.
7 Donald F. Cox , " Clues for Ad erti ing
trategists," Lewis Anthony Dexter and
David Manning White (eds.), People, Sociely, and Mas Com111t111icatio11 ( ew York:
The Free Press, Collier MacMillan , 1964), pp. ~59 IT.
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Potential of Mass Med ia and of Informal Media
For Communication of Fire Prevention Messages
A major purpose, and a logical first step, of this study was to determine the potential of certain types of media for effective communication
of fire prevent ion messages. It was assumed that fire prevention messages
could be sent via mass media-such as radio, TV and the printed wordand by personal exchanges with and between members of the client
public. The problem, therefore, was to determine how many individuals
in the study communities had access to the various types of mass media,
and how many were acquainted with or knew Forest Service personnel.
In order to obtain the desired information, all respondents were
queried with regards to their ownership and use of radios and TV's, and
with regards to their subscriptions to and reading habits related to newspapers and journals. In addition, they were asked if they knew anyone
working for any class of forestry agency and wh at they thought abou t
pun ishing woods burners.
Availability and Use of Radio and TV

It was discovered that almost every individual in the two study communities had access to radio and TV. Altogether, .some 82.2 per cent of
the respondents said their housi ng units were equipped with TV receivers in working order. An additional 2.2 per cent of them had TV
sets which were not functioning properly. Interestingly, the number of
TV receivers owned and used varied somewhat from Chestnut to Beech.
In Chestnut only 80.7 per cent of the heads of households reported owning a TV set in working order. By contrast, in- Beech 83.7 per cent of
the heads of households reported ownership and use of TV sets. The
same differential persisted with regards to radios in working order. Although these differences are not statisticall y significant, they may be
indicative of patterns from community to community which could be
related to effective communication. It is also interesting that a slightly
larger number of households were found in Chestnut without TV or
radio than were found in Beech (20 vs. 17, and 19 vs. 13, respectively).
The above findings point one fact out clearly. A major ity of the
residents of these communities, that is of the client system, cou ld be
reached via radio and TV by the p u blic agency system. Conceivably,
other commu n ities where high rates of fires persist are also characterized
by this potential.
Use of Newspapers and Magazines

Each respondent was asked, "Do you read any newspapers or magazines regularly?" If an affirmative response was obtained the interviewer
listed by name the newspapers and magazines which the respondent
read.
A total of 134 respondents, j ust over two-thirds of those interv iewed
in both communities, ind icated that they read newspapers or magazi nes
regularly. Again it is interesting that less readi ng of this type was done
11

in ChesLnut. Only 64 per cent of the re pondents in this community,
a contrasLed to 73 per cent in Beech, were regular readers. 1evertheless,
the imponant finding for Lhe purpo e of this tudy was the high percentage of resident reading newspaper and magazines regularly.
The most frequently read ne' paper were the daily from the closest
"big Lown" a nd the daily from the neare t metropolis. The newspaper
trom a econd " bi g town" ome di tance farther away was third in populari y. Most of the re pondent read just one paper regularly, although
'
27 of Lhem indi cated they read Lwo papers most of the time.
T he percentage of re pondent reading magazines regularly-aboul
75 per cent--did not differ ignificantly between the two communiLie.
Th e Progressive Farmer wa Lhe magazine read mo t frequently, with a
Lola! of 39 sub criber reported in both tudy area . However, il is im portant Lo note that 26 of thee sub criber ·Jived in Chestnut. In thi
regard, iL may be noted that re pondents in thi community tended to
subscribe to farming magazine and magazines which stres ed o utdoor
living or recreation. For example, 30 per ons subscribed to the Farm
j ournal in C hesLn ut, as contra ted to two indiv idu als in Beech. Further
ana lysi of magazine reading and sub cription patterns revealed that
pub! ications such a Reader's Digest, Life, L ook, and Saturday Even ing
Post Lended to be more popular in Beech.
Two concl usiom seem po ible from the tudy made of the use of
reading material. First, a relative! high percentage of people in both
areas read or sub ribed to a magazine or a new paper. This fact suggesLs thaL Lhis Lype of mas media can be u ed by the public agency sysLem to reach a ub tantial number of people in the client sy Lem. The
second onclu ion is Lhat people in the Beech commun ity were somewhat
naLionally and inLernationally oriented, and le vo atio nally inspired
in Lheir reading. This may or may noL have some relevance to the fact
LhaL Lhere wa a lower raLe of fire oc urrence there.
Acquaintance With Forestry Personnel

IL wa con idered worthwhile Lo obLain information on whaL mighL
all d inform al ource of knowledge about fire prevention. The mo t
bviou source of u h information appeared to be the local people involved in forest work. It hould be noted that ome of these individuals
tern, although others did not.
clearly represented Lhe publi agen
Ea h respondem wa a ked if he kne' the name of his district ranger
(U .. Foresl Service), hi area f, re ter ( i'vlissi sippi Fore try Commission ), a nd ifhe knew any other fore ter in the area.
Onl y 12 of Lhe 209 person interviewed recalled correctly the name
of Lhe U .. districl ranger. n additional 12 of them indi ated Lhey were
a qu ainted w iLh Lhe di LricL ranger but did n t know his name. T here
wa liule or no differen e ben een the two communitie in this re peel.
everal re pondenLs explained that the rea n the did not get to know
Lhe name of ranger wa due LO the fa t LhaL Lhe Fore t ervice tran hi e planation apparently had some basi
ferred ranger too often.
in faCL, ince ranger are tran ferred frequent!
b
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Some 18 respondents were able to name the area forester representing the Mississippi Forestry Commission , and two others knew him but
could not recall his name. This meant almost nine out of every 10
interviewees (88.4 per cent) did not know, or could not identify , this
relat ively important official.
It appears somewhat incongruent with the above findings that 91 per
cent of the respondents were able to give the name of foresters servicing
the two community areas other than the district ranger or the area
forester. However, the explanation lies in the fact that respondents
were allowed to name anyone they thought was a professional forester.
A total of 10 different names were supplied to interviewers . Included in
this list were names of employees of state, private, and national agencies,
many of whom were "non-profess ional " although they worked for a
forest agency.
The conclusion which can be drawn from these findings is that the
presence of forest control personnel was known in the two communitie s;
that is, the representativ es of the public agency system were known by
the cl ient system . However, there seems some doubt th<lt a close liaison
had been established between members of the two systems. Thus the
potential represented for transmittal of informal fire control messages
by members of the public agency system is not too clear.
Acquaintance W ith Enforcement of Forest Fire Laws

Perhaps the most common way messages are transmitted informally
is by word of mouth from one neighbor to another. It was thus felt
that some test shou ld be devised for determining -how well information
relative to forest fires is disseminate d in this way throughout a community. The procedure decided upon was to attempt to measure local opinion
relevant to law enforcement . This decision was logical for two reasons.
First, residents would be reacting to a real situation rather than to an
hypothetical one. Second, insight would be obtained regarding sentiments associated with forest fire laws and enforcemen t techniques.
To this end, each respondent was asked three questions: (I) "Are
you in favor of fining a person if that person deliberately set fire to
woods he d id not own?"; (2) "Are you in favor of putting such a person
in jail ?"; (3) "Do you know what the penalty for setting fire is in
this state?"
These questions assumed a special relevance since two conv1ct1ons
for incendiarism had been obtained by fire control officials just prior
to the initiation of this study. The arrest and conviction of these
individuals had been widely publicized throughout the county and particularly in the two commun ities under study. Findings from the questions outlined above represent some of the most interesting responses
of the entire study. The explanation s and rationalizati ons for answers
provide insight over and beyond that concerning the extent to which
fire enforcemen t information was disseminate d in the communitie s by
members of the client system.
The majority of respondents in both communitie s agreed that woods
burners should be fined (Table 3). In Chestnut, 84 of 105 respondents
13

TABLE 3.-Respoodeuts' Attitudes Toward Fining Arsonists, by Communities

Yes

No
Qualified yes
Qualified no
Refused
Don't know, no response
Total

x2
df

= 7.727
= 2 (rows 4,5,6

Beech

Chestnut

Response

84
9
7

97

4

I
104

2
4

105
p
excluded from computation)

c

<

.025

= .1870

answered "yes" to this question , and in Beech, 97 of 104 respondents
a,nswered "yes." In a great man in tance the re pondents, when asked
if they favored fining wood burners, replied that they felt fire laws
should be enforced "like any other law. " One individual related that at
one time he had burned the wood . "When they made it against the
law," he added, "I quit. " Such respon e reflect a positive latent attitude toward law enforcement in general. Per ons who are generally
"law abiding" will tend to avoid beha ior defined as illegal regardless
of the nature of one pecific law.
It wa hoped that a method could be devi ed to accurately measure
how intensely respondent felt about enforcement of fire laws. With this
in mind, respondents who favored fining woods burners were asked how
much they thought the wood burner hould be fined . Respondents who
favored imprisoning wood burner were a ked how long they felt they
hould be impri oned.
Unfortunately, re pone to thee item were not uniform enough to
provide a measure of inten ity. When respondents were asked how much
or how long they thought woods burner hould be punished, the most
frequent reply wa , "Whatever the judge say ." Occasionally they
would tate, "Whatever the law call for." In a few instances they
actually stated the exa t penalt called for b law. everal felt that the
fine should not exceed the damage .
One 20-year-old hou ewife aid the woods were o beautiful that
anyone who burned them hould be fined 10,000. Others, who thought
the wood should be burned and felt the government did not do it often
enough, felt that there hould be no fine at all. Tho e who re ponded in
this manner usually qualified their an wer by uggesting that if a fire
got out of control the per on who tarted it hould pay for the damages.
Responses tended t form a imilar pattern with respect to the extent of imprisonment ( able 4). " It depends on what the judge decides," was a frequent reply. Regarding both fining and imprisoning, a
number of respondent who favored uch puni hment said the age of
the wood burner, hi riminal record, and the extent of the damage
shou ld all be considered in determining the entence.
The responses to the above que tion provided one measure of how
intensely respondents felt about enforcement of fire prevention laws,
and whether re pondent favored fining, impri ning, or both. Tho e
14
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favoring imprisonme nt were presumed to feel more intensely about
woods burning than those who favored only fining. Correspondi ngly,
those who favored fining were presumed to feel more intensely about
woods burning than those who did not favor fines. Thus, even though
a more refined measure was not devised; these items did serve as indicants of three levels of emotional intensity.
TABLE 4.-ResPonden ts' Attitudes Toward Imprisoning Arsonists, by Communities
Response
Yes
No
Qualified yes
Qualified no
Refused
Don't know, no response
Total

x2
df

Chestnut

Beech

52

73

37

11

9

4

5

3
3
104

I

JO
105

= 28.51781
=5

p

c

<

.001

= .349

Respondent s, on the basis of their answers, were separated into three
categories: ( 1) those who opposed fines; (2) those who favored fines
only; (3) those who favored fines and imprisonme nt. Of the 209 persons interviewed, 11 unequivocal ly opposed fining the woods burner and
48 unequivocal ly opposed imprisoning the woods burner. There were
179 who unequivocal ly favored fines and 125 who unequivocal ly favored
jail sentences.
Conclusion

The findings described in this section have important implications
for members of the public agency system interested in prevention of
forest fires. First, it is clear that the mass media represent a good potential for reaching members of the fire-setting client system with messages
designed to d1ange this type of behavior. Second, it is implicit in the
findings that a closer liaison between forestry personnel and forest residents would serve to lessen fire setting. Finally, it is encouraging to
learn that residents of communitie s which have high fire occurrence
rates know about and in general agree with law enforcement procedures.
The latter fact may be a clue to an area worthy of more study.
Recent Exposure to and Sources of Fire Prevention Messages
Once it is known what sources of information are available to residents in communitie s with high fire occurrence rates, it becomes relevant
to ask if fire prevention messages are effectively disseminate d by the
public agency system through these sources. In an attempt to answer this
question, each respondent was asked, "Have you seen or heard anything
about fire prevention in the last 6 months?" If the response was affirmative, the respondent was asked to tell where he had seen or heard
about fire prevention. Interviewers were instructed as follows: "Attempt
to get exact information uch as television channel, name of program,
name of paper; if sign, where posted; if person, identify by re15

lationship or occupation, etc." This information made possible an analysis of the relative frequencies of the variou sources of fire prevention
knowledge.
A total of 134 persons (64.1 per cent) responded affirmat ively to the
question posed. A larger relative number of the residents of Beech than
of Chestnut (78.8 per cent and 49.5 per cent, re pectively) had heard
or seen recent fire prevention messages. This difference is stati~tically
sign ifi cant, 8 and is in keeping with woods-burning patterns in these
communities. The frequencies with which mes ages were received from
the respective media mentioned by respondents are show n in Table 5.
TABLE 5.-Sources of Fire Prevention Messages Received by Respondents During Past
6 Months

J

J

Per Cent of Affirmative Responses

Source
Newspaper, local
Magazine or non-local paper
Radio
Television
Formal organization, meeting
Personal contactfriend, official, other
Signs or posters

Chestnut

Beech

Total

8.6
6.8
48.6
1.0

17.3
3.8
10.0
68.2
3.9

12.9
2.9
8.6
58.3
2.4

2.0
28.6

6.7

7.9

59.6

44.0

1.9

Televisior,
Television was the medium most frequently indicated as the so urce
of fire prevention messages seen or heard in the last 6 months. Over h alf
(58.3 per cent) of all inter iewees reported having een such a message
on TV (see Table 5 for community ~ifferences). When respondents
were asked Lo specify the type program the had heard or een, many
repl ied that the messages were pot ad erti ements. Some, however, noted
that th ey had heard the " inging Wood men. " The county agent's
program wa also specified b everal re pondent . mokey the Bear was
often mentioned in connection with T announcements, and in several
instances the respon dent added, "Ye , I 've een mokey the Bear telling
u , 'Only You Can Prevent Forest Fire .·"
Televis ion program not spe ificall designed for forest fire prevention
messages were sometimes mentioned a a source of fire prevention information. In this regard , a few re pondent related that they had seen
news telecasts the previous ummer in which California forest fires
were described.
An investigation of the extent to which local TV stations made use
of fire prevention materials was undertaken a an adjunct to the study.
Pertinent informat ion wa obtained from records of the Mississippi
Forestry Com~ission and from log beet of the two TV stations in the
district. This information i presented in Table 6.
8 X!=

38.5 1781,df= 5, P=.001.
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TABLE 6.-Frequency of Utilization of CFFP* Material by Local Television Stations

6
12
3
6

a.m. to 12 Noon
Noon to 3 p.m.
p.m. to 6 p.m.
p.m. to sign-off
Total

6
12
3
6

a.m. to 12 Noon
Noon to 3 p.m.
p.m. to 6 p.m.
p.m. to sign-off
Total

Channel "X"
Period: November, 1965 to February, 1966
Jan.
Feb.
Nov.
Dec.
7
3
5
8
4
3
9
6
I
3
2
8
3
4
3
15

-

20

10

Total
23
22
6
18

24

Channel "Y"
Period: October, 1965 to March, 1966
Oct.
Nov.
Dec.
Feb.
Jan .
9
7
12

69

Mar.
4
3

Total
32
4

IO

8

10

7

7

6

48

22

18

17

7

7

13

84

•cFFP-Official fire prevention material prepared for fire control agencies by the
Advertising Council.

Signs and Posters

A program of placing and maintammg heavy-duty fire prevention
signs along highways in the study area had been carried on for several
years by the U.S. Forest Service. There were four such signs within a 10mile radius of the two communities. In addition, posters prepared by the
Advertising Council 9 had been placed in a few conspicuous places,
such as post offices and other public buildings. It should be noted that
two reward posters prepared by the local county forestry association
were displayed at business establishments in the county seat town. These
posters announced cash rewards for informi.\tion leading to the arrest
of persons who violated the statutory woods-burning laws. No such
signs, however, were observed in either community.
As many as 44 per cent of the respondents said they had seen fire
prevention messages on posters (28.6 per cent of the Chestnut residents and 59.6 per cent of the Beech residents). A number of respondents were so famil iar with the messages imprinted on the large wooden
signs that they could recall them from memory. Responses such as,
"Only You Can Prevent Forest Fires,'' and "When the Woods Burn,
Everybody Loses," were rather frequent.
Newspapers

Local newspapers were mentioned as a source of recent fire prevention knowledge by 12.9 per cent of the respondents. A higher percentage of interviewees in Beech (17.3 per cent) than in Chestnut (8.6
per cent) reported seeing such items in newspapers. Several respondents
9The Advertising Council, a national organization founded in 1942, conducts
public service advertising and public relations programs. Advertisers and advertising
media are encouraged by the Council to contribute time and space, while advertising
agencies are requested to supply creative talent and facilities to further timely national
causes.
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elaborated by telling the particular way in which the message was conveyed. A few mentioned editorial , but most respondents indicated they
had een fire prevention empha ized in new papers in the form of spot
advertisement . Two re pondents reported that they had noticed newspaper accounts of mone contributed to the county by the U.S. Forest
Service.
Radio

Radio ranked fourth (8.6 per cent) among the sources of fire prevention messages named. The relatively few re pondents who mentioned radio (6.8 per cent in Che tnut and 10.6 per cent in Beech)
seemed to be favorably impressed b the me age broadcast.
Personal Contacts

Personal contacts with friends or officials ranked as the fifth most
frequently mentioned ource of fire prevention information within the
past 6 months (Table 5). Direct contact, since it involves personal influence, is regarded by many ociologists as ha'ving great potential for
bringing about social change. Generally it appeared that personal contact with forestry personnel re ulted in favorable responses.
Other sources of fire prevention information mentioned were formal
organization meetings, magazines, and non-local papers. However, none
of these sources was mentioned b more than 5 per cent of the respondents.
The "Lassie" Program: A Special Investigation

At the time of the urve a forest ranger was being featured in a
leading role on the "Lassie" televi ion series. Previously, this role had
been ca t as a farmer. It wa felt that it would be interesting, and perhaps important, to find out the extent to which residents of the study
area were aware of the role being pla ed in thi serie . With this thought
in mind, two pertinent questions were jncluded in the interview schedule. Respondents were asked, " Have you een the Lassie program on TV
this year or not?" and "What does La ie' ma ter do for a living?"
A total of 35.9 per cent of the re pendent indicated that they had
viewed the Lassie program within the last year. There was no appreciable difference between the two study communitie in the percentage
his audience is
of re pondent reporting having een the program.
remarkably high in view of the fact that the closest television station
did not telecast the La sie program. It could be viewed only on broadcast channels used by omewhat distant cities. Thirty per cent of the
re pondents said Lassie's ma ter was a fore t ranger. An additional 8.6
per cent identified La sie's master a a farmer, indicating they remembered the old series. This high recall uggests that the Lassie program
has a strong impact. It may be that uch program are worthy of more
consideration as possible mediums for changing fire behavior patterns.
Conclusions

The above described findings are interesting in several ways. They
indicate that fire prevention messages are being received by the client

public-that is, communities with high fire occurrence rates. They also
indicate which media of communication are most often associated
with such messages. However, there is no indication of the effectiveness
of these messages, except the slight association between lower fire rates
in Beech and the higher relative number of persons reporting having
seen or heard fire prevention messages in this community. The question
of selective perception and retention of fire prevention knowledge is
explored in the discussion which follows.
Selective Perception and the Effectiveness
Of Fi re Prevention Messages
It was determined, as reported in previous sections, that residents in
woods-burning areas have ready access to and use both formal and informal means of communication. These findings leave open two questions: How effective are the messages received, and what is the possibility of increased use of the available means for dissemination of fire
prevention messages? Information obtained in an attempt to answer
these queries is presented here.
Researchers who deal with problems of mass communication are
aware of a phenomenon which they refer to as "selective perception. "
This term is used to indicate a tendency on the part of individuals to
"see" or "hear" only those things in communications which are in accord
with their existing attitudes and interests.to When individuals are
exposed to advertising and other material with which they are unsympathetic, they often seem not to perceive the messages, or to recast
and interpret them to fit their predispositions. Three different approaches were used in an attempt to determine the degree and significance of selective perception of fire prevention messages.11
Interpretation of Fire Prevention SloQans

The first approach used to test selective perception was simple and
direct. Four widely used fire prevention slogans were read to the respondents and they were asked to tell what the slogan meant. This
procedure was designed to determine the level of knowledge as well
as the selective perception of the respondents. The slogans were:
(l) "Forest Fires Destroy Watersheds"; (2) "Please, Only You Can
Prevent Forest Fires"; (3) "Fire Distroys Wildlife," and (4) "The
South Is Robbed by the Malicious Woods Burner: Help Stop Him."
About 45 per cent of the respondents in both communities gave a
response judged to be accurate with regards to the slogan, " Forest
Fires Destroy Watersheds." A somewhat smaller percentage (about
IOJohn W . Riley, Jr. and Matilda White Riley, "Mass Communication and the
Social System,'' Robert K. Merton, et al (editor), Sociology T oday (New York: Basic
Books, 1959), pp. 537 ff.
"William S. Folkman's study in Batte County, California approached this general problem in another manner. See Residents uf BaU e County, California: Tlu:ir
Knowledge and Attitudes Regarding Forest Fire Prevention , Experiment Station , U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 1965;·
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40 per cent) of the interviewee m Chestnut and Beech correctly
interpreted the slogan, "The South Is Robbed by the falicious Woods
Burner: Help Stop Him." The remaining two logans, perhaps because
of their semantic clarity, were correctly understood by just about all
respondents. Whether or not respondent understood the slogans, they
were likely to give varied reactions to them. These reactions tended ro
follow certain patterns. This fact uggested an analytical procedure
based on catergories of an wer rather than individual slogans. Seven
classes of answers were delineated and are pre ented here.

Slogans Understood: Stimuli for Negative Response.-In several
instance it was clear that the re pondent understood the content, yet
disagreed with the message presented. Such a response was recorded in
Chestnut when the fourth logan was read. The respondent was 36
years of age, had completed the eighth grade, had lived in the community for 36 years, and owned a farm of 160 acres. Though the respondent
was very cooperative, he had trong negative attitudes about fire control
agencies. It was learned that he had been convicted for woods burning
(2 years before t11e interview was conducted) and given a suspended
sentence. He was a dairyman with 45 dairy cattle. When asked what
kind of job he t110ught the forest fire control agencies were doing in
the area, he re ponded, " poor."
"The South never was robbed until they quit burning the woods.
People can't have hog or cattle or sheep because of the ticks. " This
wa his response to the fourth logan. It is rather clear that he understood the mes age but disagreed with it heartily.
Slogans Understood: Stimuli for Positive Response.- Many respondents revealed a knowledge of the content of the message and then
indicated an agreement with the tatement. One such respondent was
a Negro who lived in the Beech community and who was 47 years of
age and unemployed. He de cribed him elf as a "handyman ." He had
lived in the community 25 ear and owned 20 acre of land. Though
he rated a forest ranger low in the occupational pre tige test, he indicated that he felt the fire control agencie were doing an "excellent"
job in the area. In fact, he aid they were like a "fire department" to
him.
When read the third logan he re ponded, "Fire destroy deer, quails,
and all animals and that' why I'm glad we have protection." Here we
see an understanding of the statement and an agreement with it.
A imilar re pon e wa recorded in Chestnut. The interview was
conducted in a home o mall the interviewer did not see how 10 people
could possibly live in it. The area around the hou e was trash-filled,
the car wa not in running order, and the head of the house listed his
in ome in 1964 a le than 2,000. When read the fourth slogan he reponded, " He need Lo be topped in an way po sible." Again , here is
evidence that the message had been correctly perceived and the respondent agreed with it.
ome of the re pondent elaborated on t11e logan . One person in
Che tnut elaborated (on the fourth logan ) that the outh was robbed
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because of the industry that was lost and the loss of material used in
building homes. Another said ":r'his (timber) is all the South has and
we should do our best to take care of it. "
When read the third slogan some l"espondents explained that fire
destroyed the food which the animals needed for survivial. One said,
" Jt doesn't leave the animals anywhere to live. It is like burning their
house. "
These are just a few of the many responses that could be used to
illustrate this type of response. Indeed, the majority of responses ap"
peared to fall into this category.
Slogans Misunderstood: Stimuli for Negative Response.-Occasionally
it was evident that the message was not clearly understood, yet the
response was negative. An explanation of this type response lies in the
individual's unique lack of ability to perceive; he tends to be critical
of anything associated with the fire control agencies.
One of the clearest examples is afforded by the response of an indi"
vidual from Chestnut described earlier. He had been previously con"
victed of woods burning and was critical of the total fire control effort
in the area. When read the first slogan he replied, "I don ' t believe it."
When the interviewer questioned him about the meaning of a water"
shed, he replied that a watershed was "the shades over the water." Thus,
even though he did not understand the exact meaning of the message,
he perceived its source as the fire control agencies and reacted in a
negative manner.
Slogans Misunderstood: Stimuli for Positive Reaction.- Just as some
individuals tended to react unfavorably to anything connected with
fire control, some individuals were likely to agree with anything which
tended to be favorable to the effort. These individuals apparently in"
terpreted the statements in the over,all context of the U.S. Forest Service
and reatted favorably to the slogans even though they did not fully
comprehend their meaning.
One individual, a resident of Chestnut for 30 years, responded , "I
agree," when read the first statement. He felt that the Forest Service
was doing a "good job" in the area and ranked the forest ranger as hold"
ing a fairly prestigeful occupation. Though he indicated a strong agree"
ment with the first slogan, he admitted when questioned that he had
no idea what a watershed was.
This response, though opposite in quality from the one described in
the previous section, is explained by the same underlying principle: that
is, the recipient's perception of the communicator. Since he tended
to be favorable toward the Forest Service, he tended to be positive in his
respon e to its messages even though they were not clearly understood.
Value Judgments Only--Negative.-Some of the respondents would not
a ttempt to explain what the slogans meant but merely agreed or dis"
agreed with them. This was true even though interviewers attempted to
gain additional statements and explanations from them.
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One man from Che tnut, 39 years of age with a tenth grade education, responded , " I wouldn't think so," when read the fourth slogan.
He consistently revealed a negative attitude toward the Forest Service,
and ranked the forest ranger lowest in prestige among similar occupations. He said, "They push people around." Furthermore , he asserted
disagreemen t with imprisoning of woods burners and said he did not
know what kind of job forest fire control agencies were doing in the
area. From his respon es to other slogans it is evident that he had an
intelligent comprehens ion of the content of the messages. For example
he aid, as a re ponse to the fir t slogan, that fire cau ed erosion, a fact
which approximate ly half the re pondents were unaware of.
IL i clear, then, that he imply di agreed with the .slogan and did
not feel inclined to explain or elaborate. It is safe to assume that he
either ignores or disagrees with the Iogan whenever they· appear and
they are probably ineffective in changing his wood behavior.
Value Judgments Only--Posit ive.-Onl a few of the respondents gave
negative value judgments of the logan read (the hig!1est total for any
one logan was five ud1 re pon e ). In contrast, tht! number was considerably higher for tho e who gave a po itive value judgment only.
Tho e who disagreed u ually felt a need to explain, but this was not
true of those who agreed.
For the entire study (which included ·209 interviews), there was a
total of 65 re ponses where only a positi e value judgment was recorded.
The range was from ix such re pon e for the slogan concerning waterheds to a total of 23 uch responses for the logan, " Fire Destroys Wildlife." This would indicate that the value judgment was not simply a
way of disguising ignorance of the mes age's content, since the watershed logan had the smalle t number of uch re pon e .
Ambivalanc e and Distortion.- Quite frequently interview were conducted where the ubject agreed in part with the tatement and disagreed in part. uch wa the ca e when a 51-year-old woman from Che tnut wa interviewed . he had Ii ed in the community 25 years, had
completed the eighth grade, and wa married to a wood worker employed by a small local firm . he felt that fore t fire control agencie were
doing an "average" job in the area, but he wa not in favor of fining a
per on who deliberately et fire to wood he did not own. In fact she reponded, "I would be cared to fine him. "
Her family was apparently ·very religious; the hu band was a unday
hoot superintend ent at a local Bapti t church, and their only magazines and periodicals were Ii ted a the Bible and religious literature. It
would seem that the family knew certain person who were woods burners and were pos ibly intimidated b them.
Ambivalenc e regarding the goal of fire control agencie was dearly
revealed in her response to the logan . When the third Iogan ("Fire
Destroys Wildlife") wa read, he replied , '. 'Yeah, but the snakes need
to be killed." This re ponse indicated a recognition of the danger of
fire to wood animals and game but an allegiance to a common rationale
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for woods burning; that is, that fires destroy insects and snakes. When
the fourth slogan was read ("The South is Robbed by the Malicious
Woods Burner: Help Stop Him ") she responded, "Oh yeah! But it
depends on where they start them." This type response was uniform
for the entire interview.
Amb ivalence was also noted in the responses of another person from
Chestnut, though his responses were more decidedly negative than those
in the interview just cited. When the third slogan ("Fire Destroys Wildlife") was read to him he replied, "In some it (fire) does; then, it helps
by killing snakes, ticks, and fire is good for quails." In other responses
he indicated a decidedly negative attitude toward the Forest Service.
This type of response was not limited to Chestnut. It was noted almost as frequently in Beech. A 71-year-old man from Beech who had
worked with the Forest Service for 15 years and had since retired revealed ambivalence on three of the slogans which were read to him.
Even though he had worked for the Forest Service he ranked forest
ranger as an occupation along with clerk in store, saying, " I don't think
anything of either one. There's no job in it; they don't do nothing but
just throw away good time." He felt that forest fire control agencies
were doing an "average" job, in spite of the fact that he added, "They
haven 't done no good, the people have done it themselves."
His response to "Please, Only You Can Prevent Forest Fires" was,
"This reminds us not to burn the woods except at specific times under
controlled conditions." When the third slogan was read he replied,
" If the woods are burned the quail won't reproduce and the eggs are
destroyed. If the woods are not burned periodically, however, the ticks
will take over." To the fourth slogan ("The Malicious Woods Burner")
his response was, "True to a certain ex te11 t. A lot of burning is strictly
for meanness."
A fairly consistent pattern was thus noted. It would appear that
persons who respond in this manner are not affected in any significant
way by the messages which are displayed. The messages are simply distorted or readjusted to fit the particular needs and predispositions of the
respondent.
Summary.-The range of responses to fire prevention slogans indicated
in the preceding paragraphs substantiates what has been previously
suggested-and in some cases experimentally confirmed-in the communication literature. The principle of selective perception can be
said to be very much in evidence when local inhabitants of forest regions
are confronted with fire prevention messages.
To recapitulate, the findings of this study relative to the selective
perception of fire prevention slogans are that: ( 1) they are understood
and stimulate positive response; (2) they are understood and stimulate
negative response; (3) they are misunderstood and stimulate positive
response; (4) they are misunderstood and stimulate negative response;
(5) they stimulate value judgments positive and negative; (6) they are
distorted in terms of the value orientation of the receiver.
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Greyhound

Elsie the Cow-Bordens

The Jolly Green Giant

Smokey the Bear

"HIS MASTER'S VOIC("
Chevrolet Emblem

Dog and Phonograph-RCA

FIGURE I .-Mass media symbols employed .
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Interpretation and Recall of Advertising Symbols

The second approach to the determination of patterns of selective
perception was more general in nature.
During the course of each interview the respondents were requested
to identify, on the basis of photographic reproductions, six advertising
symbols. The symbols selected for the experiment were the Greyhound
(Greyhound Bus Lines), Elsie the Borden Cow, the Jolly Green Giant,
Smokey the Bear, the RCA Dog and Phonograph, and the Chevrolet
emblem (Fig. I).
Four of the symbols selected were similar in that they were animals
(the Greyhound, Elsie the Borden Cow, Smokey the Bear, and the RCA
Dog and Phonograph). The organizations represented by the symbols
were varied so that a cross-section of mass media symbols utilized in
the U.S. would be presented.
Whenever a name was formally associated with a particular symbol,
the printing of the name was photographically removed. If the symbol
had a name (such as Elsie), both the name and the organization represented were requested by the interviewer.
The data from the symbol experiment were useful in more than
one respect. It was possible to determine the extent to which the fire
prevention symbol-Smokey the Bear-was recognized by residents of
the two communities.
The majority of the symbols utilized in the experiment had been in
use longer than the fire prevention symbol. Each, with the exception of
Smokey, was promoted by means of commercial advertising, whereas
Smokey the Bear usually appeared in the mass media as a public service
feature.
The fire prevention symbol, despite the disadvantages of its relatively
brief national exposure and a non-commercial base, fared quite well
when compared with the other symbols. On the basis of correct identifications, it was found that 82.3 per cent of the subjects knew the name
of the fire prevention symbol and could tell what was symbolized (e.g.,
"fire prevention," "forestry," "the Forest Service"). An additional 7.1
per cent of the respondents made partial identifications; that is, they
knew what was represented but did not know the name of the symbol,
or vice versa. Thus, only 10.6 per cent of the respondents had no apparent conception of the identification or meaning of the fire prevention
symbol (the average age of these persons was 69.9 years).
There was no statistically significant variation between the two study
communities with respect to the number of correct identifications of the
fire prevention symbol. There were 87 correct identifications plus 8 partial
identifications by Chestnut residents. There were 85 correct identifications plus 7 partial identifications by Beech residents.
The fire prevention symbol ranked second in terms of relative frequencies of respondents' correct identification when partial or incomplete responses were omitted from tabulations (Greyhound, first; Elsie
the Borden Cow, third). The number of correct identifications when
partial or incomplete responses were included was exactly equal for
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Smokey the Bear a nd Elsie the Borden Cow (Greyhound, third).
The a bove discovery leads to a n important co nclusion and at the
same time raises questions whi ch need further study. It is reassuring to
lea rn that Smokey the Rear is as well known as other popular advertising symbols, and th at hi s mes age is understood. In fact, in the study
areas Smokey seems to have done hi s job very well. However, his job is
simply conveying a mes age. The problem which remains is how to
motivate those who receive and understand hi message to act accordingly.
Perception and Interpretation of Fire Prevention Posters

The third and final approach LO the te ting of elective perception
uti 1ized posters.
Identi cal fire prevention po ter were placed at conspicuous locations
in the study area-two in each commun it . 1 wo weeks after installing
the posters the field work began.
During interviews, each subject wa asked, "Are there any fire prevention signs or posters around here?" Then each was asked, "What
does the sign say?" and " Is there a picture on the sign (or poster)?"
If these questions were answered affirmatively the respondent was reg uested to describe the po ter.
Then the interviewer di pla ed photograph of four fire prevention
posters (Fig. 2), one of which wa the correct choi ce. The responden t
was asked, " Have you seen one of thee in the neighborhood or not?"
Upon replying "Yes," the respondent was told to identify the one he had
seen.
One element of the experiment proved to be of little value. Very few
of the respondents would even attempt to describe the poster. Often
tho e who did obviou 1 confu ed it with other igns and posters within
the area. Thus, this part of the experiment, which had been designed
LO make possible a mea ure of select ive di tortion (that is, the manner
in which subjects di stort me ages to "fit" their cognitive structure) had
negligible utility.
A further limitation of th e experiment temmed from the nece sity
of having to make the dubiou a umption that all individuals would
have had equal exposure LO the posters. An attempt was made to place
the posters in conspicuous location within each community. But even
so, residents traveled by the poster sites at differential rates. Some respondents probably never had the opportunit to ee the po ters at all. It was
a sumed that the differential e po ure rates were equal in both communitie , but it is not known that thi wa the ca e.
It wa found that fire prevention me ages were perceived-recalled
with greater frequency in Beech than in Che tnut. In the latter there
were 19 correct identifications, 34 incorrect identifications, and 52 nonresponse . In Beech there were 30 correct identifications, 36 inwrrect
identifications, and 37 non -re pon e . The difference between these
proportions wa significant at the .05 level of probability.
The econd pha e of the experiment involved requesting school
children from the two communitie to identif the fire prevention poster
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PLEASE! Only you can

PREVENT FOREST FIRES

can prevent
forest fires
You have so many reasons to

PROTECT YOUR FORESTS

Rememberonly YOU can prevent forest firesl

'I GURE 2.-Fire prevention posters.
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on the basis of individual recall proce ses. The fact that children from
both study communitie attended one agricultural high school made for
practically ideal experimental condition . The researchers wished to
know whether perception-recall rate differentials would occur when
school children from the two communities participated in the experiment.
Several copies of the poster utilized in the experiment just described
were placed in conspicuous place along hallways of the high school by
the principal. The fact that these po ters were an element of the perception-recall experiment te t wa not divulged to the students.
On the day of the experiment all 50 ninth graders were brought into
one room. Included were 16 students from Beech and 15 from Chestnut.
In addition there were 19 tudent who lived in other nearby communities and neighborhoods. One b one these s~udents were shown photographs of the four po ters and a ked to choose the one they had seen .
Nine of the 16 Beech resident and 5 of the 15 Chestnut residents
made correct identifications. even of the 19 re idents from the other
communities made correct identifications. The difference between these
proportions was not tatistically ignificant.
The fir t finding from the above de cribed po ter experiment is not
altogether encouraging. Hardly one-third of the respondents in both
communities and le s than half the chool children tested could correctly
identify the posters. However, the significance of this pattern of repon e i not too clear. It may be that, for this type of media, the scores
are good. Further comparati e tudie eem in order.
Two discoverie made in connection with the poster tudies do appear to have clear ignificance. Fir t, the fact that residents of Beech
identified the sign more frequently , a urning other factors were equal
or nearly so, sugge t that people who believe in or practice a certain
type of behavior are more like! to perceive messages which upport this
behavior. ince Beech re ident set ub tantially fewer fire , they were
more cognizant of fire prevention po ter . Thi behavior has been observed many time , a pointed out in the introduction to this chapter.
The second di covery worth of note i that per ons with favorable
attitude toward fore try , and with higher incomes and higher education ,
tended to identify the po ter in greater relative number . This is in
keeping with the finding of man previou tudie that ocioeconomic
factor are related to gi en beha ior pattern .
Conclusion

The findings of the tud reported in thi ection have already been
outlined. It is obviou that selecti e perception with regards to fire prevention mes ages is operative within communitie where high incendiarism is found. The te t and procedure u ed hed some light on the
ramifications of thi phenomenon. The findings--that slogans are perceived and understood differentiall and are likely to be distorted to
fit the individual ' value orientation ; that the fire prevention symbol
mokey i well known , if not too wide! heeded; and that po ters are
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seen and appreciated more by persons in sympathy with forest fire prevention-all seem to have relevance for persons planning programs of
fire prevention.
Summary and Implications
The findings and implications of the study may be summarized
as follows:

•

I. Finding: Members of the community with a high rate of fire occurrence, as compared to residents of the community with a low rate of fire
occurrence, were characterized by more open range grazing, lower levels
of education, an unfavorable evaluation of activities of foresters, and an
identification with the lower social classes.
Implication: High fire occurrence rates are related to a "woodsburning environment" created by a set of determinable economic, social,
and psychological factors.

2. Finding: Radios and TV's were widely owned and used and newspapers and magazines were available to a substantial number of persons
in the study communities.
Implication: These mass media represent an important potential
for communication of fire prevention messages.
3. Finding: The presence of Forest Service and State Forestry Commission personnel in the communities was known, but acquaintance
with them was minimum and quite casual in nature.
Implication: A closer liason between Forest Service and Forestry
Commission personnel and forest residents would serve to strenghten
communication of fire prevention messages.
4. Finding: Most residents of the study communities knew about
and agreed, generally speaking, with law enforcement procedures.
Implications:Two things seem obvious from this finding:(l)there
are efficient informal channels for communicating certain types of messages related to fire-setting practices, and (2) the residents of forests
where high fire rates occur do appreciate the "law," despite some misgivings about fire prevention laws.
5. Finding: Fire prevention messages had been seen or heard by
approximately two-thirds of the community residents within the past
6 months.
lmplication:The work of fire prevention agencies is in evidence
and havmg some type of impact.

•

•

6. Finding: Television, signs, and posters--in contrast to informal
methods--are the media by which fire prevention messages are most frequently received, but only about half of the respondents were reached
in this manner.
Implications: Two obvious implications of this Jinding are: ( 1) mass
media can be used effectively to communicate fire prevention messages,
but current practices are not too efficient, and (2) informal sources are
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not fully utilized in the work being done to prevent fires.
7. Finding: Indirect messages conveyed via "entertainment" programs are effective in conveying fire prevention messages. The "Lassie"
program is a case in point.
Implication: High -level planning might well consider such approaches.
8. Finding: The principle of selective perception is very much in
evidence when inhabitant of communities where high fire rates occur
are asked to interpret fire prevention slogans. Seven different reactions
can be identified: ( 1) slogans are underswod and provide a stimulus for
a positive reaction to fire prevention; (2) slogans are understood, but
provide a stimulus for negative reaction to fire prevention; (3) slogans
are misunderstood and still pro ide a stimulus for a positive reaction
to fire prevention; (4) slogans are misunderstood and provide a stimulus for a negative reaction to fire prevention; (5) no indication is given
that the slogan is understood, but a positive value judgment of fire prevention is nevertheless given ; (6) no indication is given that the slogan
is understood, but a negative value judgment of fire prevention is nevertheless given; (7) interpretation of the slogan is ambivalent and distorted, and interviewee show little coherence and consistency in interpretation of fire prevention me sages.
Implication: Certain factors, or characteristics of individuals, have
a bearing on the meanings which are attached to fire prevention posters.
9. Finding: The symbol u ed to promote fire prevention-Smokey
the Bear- is as well known a other widely used advertising symbols.
Implication: Use of this ymbol in connection with fire prevention
messages is and can be justified.
IO. Finding: Fire prevention posters of the permanent outdoor type
were correctly remembered by only a relatively small percentage of
individuals--approximately one-fourth. Ninth graders show a slightly
higher recall rate for posters placed on chool bulletin boards.
Implication: Although ome good is accomplished by fire prevention posters as now deplo ed, eriou study hould be given to improving
the efficiency of th is mean of communication.

11. Finding: Perception and retention of fire prevention messages
was found to be related to the re pondents' attitude toward forestry
work, which in turn was related positively to high income, high education, and related variables.
Implication: This finding, when related to the other findings relative
to selective perception and recall of fire prevention messages, suggests
that individual perceive-recall those message which are congruent with
their existing belief and attitude . The implication is that mass communication programs de igned to change forest residents' behavior must
be cast so as to fall within their value orientations if they are to achieve
maximum effectivene s.
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Recommendations

•
•

•

•

This study adds to the fund of information about the behavior
patterns of woodland residents. In the light of the implications outlined,
several general recommendations seem in order. First, it is recommended
that those persons with roles as fire prevention change agents plan their
programs after careful appraisal of the data which are now available.
The first strategy suggested is that of working through the norms; that
is, the a ttitudes , values, and beliefs of the people who live in high incendiarism areas. Jn this regard , residents of both study communities
were determined by questioning to feel a deep loyalty for the South and
for their state. A fire prevention program for the South might well tap
such sentiments by relating fire prevention to regional economic growth,
etc., as well as those outlined in the preceding discussions. Where
steps have already been taken in ti1is direction, such as those by the U.S.
Forest Service, efforts should be continued and expanded.
Jnhabitants of the communities stud.ied reported knowing practically
nothing about the tangible benefits for their areas which are derived
from forestry activities. Based on this finding, it is recommended that
forestry officials plan an information program designed to reach all the
inhabitants of a community, not just public officials and prominent
landowner . Findings of this study related to mass media and informal
methods of communication offer guidelines for attaining this objective.
One discovery in this regard is worthy of note. Most of the respon dents did not know the forest rangers. Foresters involved in silvacultural
and administrative responsibilities apparently have had little time available for becoming acquainted with and disseminating forestry information to local residents. Also, ability to effectively communicate with
residents seems to vary from forester to forester. Fire control agencies
might well consider assigning men with talent in communication to
areas of high fire-rates. The respon ibilities of these specialists would be
re tricted to "selling" forestry to the inhabitants of the area; in other
words, conducting public relations with woodland residents. These men
would, thereby, supplement the total forestry activities of the area. Preliminary efforts in this direction in fississippi appear to be useful.
It is evident that there is popular support for enforcement of woods
burning laws in the communities studied. Fire prevention programs
should aim at intensifying this already existing attitude. Procedures
utilized by certain cities and states to promote public acceptance of
enforcement of highway safety laws might well provide a pattern for
more comprehensive fire prevention programs.
Finally, it is clear from the study that fire prevention messages, so
vitally important to their enders, are often no more than a negligible
part of the outside environment of forest residents. A complete understanding of this life with its demands, opportunities, and expectations
must be fully grasped before fire prevention message can be designed
and "sent" in such a way as to ~ommand a .high degree of correct perception and a reasonably long period of retention.
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